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his paper examines how service users and carers can contribute to social 
ZRUN HGXFDWLRQ LQ D SRVW FRQÀLFW VRFLHW\$ VPDOOVFDOH VWXG\XQGHUWDNHQ
in Northern Ireland is used as a case study to show how such citizens can 
potentially critically contribute to social work students’ understanding of 
WKHLPSDFWRIFRQÀLFWRQLQGLYLGXDOVJURXSVDQGFRPPXQLWLHV7KHQHHGWR
appreciate the effects of such community division is now a core knowledge requirement of 
the social work curriculum in Northern Ireland. 
7KH DUWLFOH UHSRUWV RQ UHVHDUFK ¿QGLQJV ZLWK VHUYLFH XVHUV FDUHUV DQG DJHQF\
representatives which points to ways in which social work students can achieve a critical 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHLPSDFWRIFRQÀLFW1RUWKHUQ,UHODQG LQWKLVZD\ LVSUHVHQWHGDVD
divided society, still in a state of adjustment and evolution, following a period of protracted 
community strife and violence. 
7KHDXWKRUVXJJHVWVWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVZKRKDYHEHHQGLUHFWO\DIIHFWHGE\FRQÀLFWFDQ
contribute in an informed and critical way to social work students’ developing knowledge 
and experience in an important area of their professional competence and understanding 
of anti-oppressive practice more broadly. 
Key words:6HUYLFHXVHUFDUHUSRVWFRQÀLFWVRFLDOZRUNHGXFDWLRQFLWL]HQ
RESUMEN
LOS CIUDADANOS COMO EDUCADORES DE TRABAJO SOCIAL EN UNA SO-
CIEDAD POSCONFLICTO
El presente artículo analiza el modo en el que cuidadores y personas dependientes 
SXHGHQFRQWULEXLUDODHGXFDFLyQHQWUDEDMRVRFLDOHQXQDVRFLHGDGSRVFRQÀLFWR8QHVWXGLR
realizado a pequeña escala en Irlanda del Norte se toma como estudio de caso para mostrar 
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cómo estos ciudadanos podrían contribuir en gran manera a que los estudiantes de trabajo 
VRFLDOFRPSUHQGDQHOLPSDFWRGHOFRQÀLFWRVREUHORVLQGLYLGXRVJUXSRV\FRPXQLGDGHV
Conocer los efectos producidos por esta división de la comunidad se ha convertido ahora 
en un requisito indispensable para el currículo de trabajo social en Irlanda del Norte.
El artículo expone los resultados obtenidos a través de investigaciones realizadas con 
personas dependientes, cuidadores y representantes de organismos que desvelan de qué 
modo los estudiantes de trabajo social pueden conocer cuáles son las consecuencias del 
FRQÀLFWR$HVWHUHVSHFWR,UODQGDGHO1RUWHVHSUHVHQWDFRPRXQDVRFLHGDGGLYLGLGDWR-
davía en un estado de adaptación y evolución, tras una etapa prolongada de violencia y 
FRQÀLFWRFRPXQLWDULR
El autor señala que los individuos que se han visto directamente afectados por el con-
ÀLFWRSXHGHQFRQWULEXLUGHXQPRGRFUXFLDO\ELHQIXQGDGRDTXHORVHVWXGLDQWHVGHWUDEDMR
social adquieran una mejor comprensión y experiencia en un área importante de su compe-




Until the reform of social work training resulting in the Bachelor of Social Work 
Degree in 2004, the social work curriculum in Northern Ireland did not have a mandatory 
UHTXLUHPHQWIRUVWXGHQWVWRDGGUHVVLVVXHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHFRQÀLFW%HIRUHWKLVVRFLDO
work students needed only to demonstrate awareness of issues around anti-racist and anti-
oppressive practice as a broader element of understanding social work values. 
However, the background of community violence raging in Northern Ireland, 
euphemistically known as the TroublesRIWHQSUHVHQWHGSDUWLFXODUGLI¿FXOWLHVDURXQGRSHQ
discussion on controversial and divisive issues such as sectarianism, indeed to do so would 
have been dangerous in many circumstances (Smyth and Campbell, 1996). For its part, the 
public sector response in Northern Ireland, the main employer of social workers, was to 
adopt a policy stance of neutrality, which although easy to criticise, for many provided a 
safe working culture from the devastation going on in the background. 
Whilst social work training promoted anti-racist and anti-discriminatory perspectives, 
LVVXHVFRQFHUQLQJDQWLVHFWDULDQDSSURDFKHVSUHVHQWHGDVPRUHGLI¿FXOWDQGFKDOOHQJLQJ
In 1999, however, a momentum for change was heralded by the Central Council for the 
Education and Training of Social Workers (CCETSW) publication Getting Off the Fence. 
This provided a range of standards in social work practice and training which offered 
guidance to Northern Ireland’s social workers on how to examine aspects of sectarianism 
in a more open and safe environment. This would also help in offering social work 
practitioners, social work students and professional educators much needed support in 
response to the uncertainties they all voiced about being ill-equipped in responding to and 
dealing with sectarianism (CCETSW, 1999). By 2004, the Degree in Social Work was 
introduced at a time of relatively sustained peace and normality in Northern Ireland. This 
TXDOL¿FDWLRQVLJQDOOHGPRUHFUHDWLYH WKLQNLQJDURXQGHPEHGGLQJ LVVXHVDVVRFLDWHGZLWK
WKHµTroubles’ at the heart of social work education where students would be required to 
GHPRQVWUDWHDQXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIZKDW LV UHIHUUHG WRDV µWKHNorthern Ireland Context’. 
The Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC), the regulatory Body for social work 
LQ1RUWKHUQ,UHODQGLQLWV)UDPHZRUN6SHFL¿FDWLRQIRUWKH6RFLDO:RUN'HJUHHVWLSXODWHG
that:
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³«WKH LPSDFWRISDVWDQGFXUUHQWYLROHQFHFRQÀLFWDQGGLYLVLRQV LQ1RUWKHUQ,ULVK
society requires particular emphasis in the education and training of social work 
students in Northern Ireland.” (DHSSPS, 2003:6) 
In specifying this further as an element of underpinning knowledge, this document also 
indicated the need for students to understand:
³«WKH SHUVRQDO DQG FRPPXQLW\ FRQVHTXHQFHV RI WKH 1RUWKHUQ ,UHODQG FRQÀLFW IRU
individuals, families, groups, and communities and the implications for social work 
practice”. (DHSSPS, 2003:16)
The NISCC provided curriculum guidance on how this could be achieved but what 
was less explicit in this material was any reference to how service users and carers 
could contribute to this important area. In contrast, however, service users and carers are 
expected to be involved in every other aspect of Social Work Degree provision, similar to 
requirements in other parts of the United Kingdom.
In order to investigate this area, the author undertook research to develop good practice 
guidance on ways in which service users and carers as citizen trainers could contribute to 
VRFLDOZRUNWUDLQLQJJHQHUDOO\EXWZLWKDVSHFL¿FIRFXVRQKRZWKHXVHUSHUVSHFWLYHFRXOG
also enhance students’ understanding of the Northern Ireland Context7KH¿QGLQJVIURP
the work are expanded upon in this discussion. Before this however, it is important to set 
WKHVFHQH IRU WKLV UHVHDUFKE\EULHÀ\RXWOLQLQJNH\KLVWRULFDOPLOHVWRQHV LQVRFLDOZRUN
education in Northern Ireland and how participation in social work education has become 
more important during this period.
1.1. Northern Ireland, a place apart?
1RUWKHUQ,UHODQGLVDVRFLHW\HPHUJLQJIURPDYLROHQWFRQÀLFWODVWLQJRYHU\HDUVZKLFK
has left more than 3700 dead, many thousands injured and many people and communities 
deeply traumatized and psychologically injured (Fay et al, 1999). Until the signing of the 
SHDFHDFFRUGNQRZQYDULRXVO\DVWKH*RRG)ULGD\%HOIDVW$JUHHPHQWLQ1RUWKHUQ
Ireland, to many observers, was viewed as a place apart in the United Kingdom. It was 
regarded as being one of the most violent societies in Western Europe, having endured 
DSURWUDFWHGSHULRGRIFRQÀLFWGDWLQJEDFNWRWKHSDUWLWLRQRI,UHODQGLQ&DPSEHOO
and Mc Colgan, 2001). With a population of over 1.7 million people, Northern Ireland is 
part of the United Kingdom but constitutionally separate from the Republic of Ireland. 
Both citizenship and political identity have therefore been contested issues in Northern 
Ireland since partition from the rest of Ireland (Campbell, 1998) with a large minority of 
Catholics seeing themselves as Irish, and a Protestant majority which perceives itself as 
British (Arlow, 2002). 
,QVSLWHRIWKHVHGLI¿FXOWLHVWKH3HDFH$JUHHPHQWZDVGHVLJQHGWRUHSUHVHQWDQHZ
beginning with the signatory governments of the United Kingdom and Ireland underscoring 
a commitment to “…dedicating ourselves to the achievement of reconciliation, tolerance, 
mutual trust, and to the protection and vindication of the human rights of all.” (Governments 
of UK and Ireland, 1998). Northern Ireland, however, has not enjoyed, until very recently, 
the stability that was the vision of those who signed this Agreement. Instead, there have 
EHHQÀXFWXDWLRQVEHWZHHQGHYROYHGORFDOJRYHUQPHQWDQG'LUHFW5XOHIURP/RQGRQDQG
a continuing level of background community violence, albeit on a considerably decreased 
level than was the case previously. For its part, social work has not been unaffected by 
these circumstances.
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 6RFLDO:RUNDQGWKHFRQÀLFWLQ1RUWKHUQ,UHODQG
 Referring to social work in Northern Ireland, Ramon et al observe “…the role social 
ZRUNHUVKDYHSOD\HGLQWKHFRQÀLFWKDVXQWLOUHFHQWO\EHHQXQGHUUHVHDUFKHG´ (2006:3). 
What we do know is that social work, like other professions, has had to cope with the 
uncertainties and complexities around service delivery in a divided and contested society. 
)RU H[DPSOH LQ WKH HDUO\ GD\V RI WKH µTroubles’, social work practice had to respond 
WR ODUJHVFDOH SRSXODWLRQ PRYHPHQWV LQWLPLGDWLRQ RI IDPLOLHV DQG WKH LQÀXHQFH RI
paramilitary organizations (Williamson and Darby,1978 in Campbell and Mc Colgan, 
2001). McColgan vividly portrays the challenges to social workers in these situations: 
“…the Troubles were not an entity but a series of situations which demanded different 
organizational responses and the ability of staff and managers alike to adapt to change. 
The disturbances have ranged from riots where families had been intimidated out of 
their homes or left voluntarily, to evacuations of children and families to rural areas, 
the use of car bombs, bomb scares, assassinations, the introduction of internment, 
‘no-go areas’, workers’ strikes, and the closure of social services departments within 
politically sensitive areas.” (1998:99)
Some commentators suggest that the imposition of Direct Rule in Northern Ireland by 
the UK Government in 1972, and the creation of integrated systems of health and social 
welfare, gave rise to technocratic {my emphasis} approaches to service delivery which 
PDGH LW GLI¿FXOW IRU VRFLDO ZRUNHUV WR DGGUHVV FRPSOH[ LVVXHV VXFK DV VHFWDULDQLVP LQ
particular (Pinkerton, 1998; Pinkerton and Campbell, 2002).
 For example, Pinkerton (1998:22) contends instead that “…this ‘technocratisation’ of 
services ...provided an environment in which staff coming from both sides of the community 
could distance themselves from the sectarianism of the wider society and develop a non-
sectarian professional identity”. Smyth and Campbell (1996) describe this distancing of 
the social work profession’s response as “…an ideology of benign detachment, which 
failed to address the insidious effects of sectarianism on practice” (p, 90). 
It is equally argued, however, that a reluctance to take on controversial issues such as 
sectarianism was understandably related to a pervading fear of death and injury, given 
WKDWVRFLDOZRUNHUVWKHPVHOYHVPRVWO\FDPHIURPWKHFRPPXQLWLHVDIIHFWHGE\WKHFRQÀLFW
(Campbell and McColgan, 2001).
Having said this, with the advent of more peaceful times from the mid nineties 
IROORZLQJWKHSDUDPLOLWDU\FHDVH¿UHVVRFLDOZRUNHUVDUJXDEO\IHOWPRUHFRPIRUWDEOHDERXW
addressing and openly discussing controversial issues. CCETSW’s (1999) publication of 
standards in practice and training, mentioned earlier, offered useful suggestions as to how 
agencies might examine aspects of sectarianism in a more open, safe environment. By 
2004, the Degree in Social Work was introduced at a time of relatively sustained peace 
and normality in Northern Ireland and endorsed this openness even further with an explicit 
acknowledgement that the social work curriculum needed to include reference to the 
Northern Ireland Context. 
The complex challenges facing student social workers in this area cannot be understated 
but what is important is the possibility for students to feel safer to engage in the sort 
RI GHOLEHUDWLYH DQG UHÀHFWLYH GLDORJXH WKDW GLVFXVVLRQ RQ GLYLVLYH DQG FRQWHVWHG LVVXHV
demand. As part of their Degree studies, it is therefore hoped that the reform of social work 
education will see the emergence of new forms of progressive social work knowledge 
which encourages practitioner engagement with service users and communities in a way 
WKDWZDVKLWKHUWRIUDXJKWZLWKGLI¿FXOW\DQGGDQJHU
 Although this knowledge is a unique requirement for social work students in Northern 
,UHODQG WKH 6RFLDO :RUN 'HJUHH LQ DOO SDUWV RI WKH 8QLWHG .LQJGRP KDV YHU\ GH¿QLWH
expectations around user participation.
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1.3. The Social Work Degree: new opportunities in social work education?
The road to changing and modernizing social work training in the United Kingdom 
began with the publication of the government document A quality strategy for social care in 
2000. This was concerned with improving standards in social care generally, and paved the 
way for the eventual registration of the social care workforce in the UK. More importantly 
IRUWKLVGHEDWHKRZHYHUZDVWKHIDFWWKDWVHUYLFHXVHUDQGFDUHUFLWL]HQLQYROYHPHQWZDV
to become a central plank of social work education as part of the commitment to treating 
“…service users and carers as active participants in service delivery rather than as 
passive recipients” (Levin, 2004:9).
The Northern Ireland Social Care Council (NISCC) also endorsed the centrality of 
this user perspective as an essential and active part of social work education for students 
(NISCC, 2003). While social work educators in Northern Ireland were provided with ideas 
and suggestions by NISCC for delivering the social work curricular requirements around 
the Northern Ireland Context, there was no direct reference to the potential contribution 
of service users and carers to this important area, which seemed inconsistent with the 
LPSRUWDQFHRI WKHXVHUFLWL]HQSHUVSHFWLYHDGYRFDWHGLQDOORWKHUDVSHFWVRIVRFLDOZRUN
education. 
7R DGGUHVV WKH ODWWHU GH¿FLW 'XII\  SXEOLVKHG JRRG SUDFWLFH JXLGHOLQHV IRU
effectively advancing the involvement of service users and carers in their role as social 
work educators. A particular emphasis of this study was to examine the potential role that 
citizens as trainers could occupy in assisting with students’ understanding about the impact 
RIFRQÀLFWRQRUGLQDU\FLWL]HQ¶VOLYHV,QRUGHUWRGHYHORSWKHEDVLVIRUWKHVHJXLGHOLQHV
research was conducted among a number of key interests in Northern Ireland. This work 
was funded by SWAP, the Subject Centre for Social Policy and Social Work based at the 
University of Southampton, the Social Care Institute for Excellence, London (SCIE) and 
the Northern Ireland Social Care Council, Belfast (NISCC). 
This publication refers to service users (social work clients) and carers as citizens as 
D UHÀHFWLRQ RI ERWK WKH LQFUHDVLQJ SUHIHUHQFH RI WKLV WHUPLQRORJ\ E\ XVHU PRYHPHQWV
DQGDXWKRUVRQWKHVXEMHFW)XUWKHUPRUHWKHWHUPFLWL]HQPRUHDSSURSULDWHO\UHÀHFWVWKH
egalitarian basis and principles informing the work of the user movement (Citizens as 
Trainers Group et al, 2004). This usage also emphasizes the active social, political and 
FLYLOULJKWVRIVHUYLFHXVHUVDQGFDUHUVDVRSSRVHGWRVXFKSHRSOHEHLQJGH¿QHGE\WKHLU
passive receipt of services (Levin, 2004). Quintessentially however, using the term citizen 
in this more mainstream way also mirrors fundamental social work values about treating 
users and carers as equals with rights, duties and expectations around minimum standards 
of welfare services (Thompson, 2000; Adams et al, 2002). 
II. METHODOLOGY
Four instruments were designed to investigate this area in terms of establishing generic 
good practice indicators in user involvement in social work education. Service users 
DQG FDUHUV ZHUH IXOO\ LQYROYHG LQ WKH GHVLJQ RI WKHVH WKURXJK LQÀXHQFLQJ WKH ZRUGLQJ
RI WKH TXHVWLRQV SLORWLQJ WKH LQVWUXPHQWV DQDO\VLQJ WKH ¿QGLQJV DQG FRPPHQWLQJ RQ
the accessibility of the report at key stages. The views of key informants were captured 
from several stakeholder groups with interests and experiences relevant to the area under 
investigation. In order to obtain a breadth of information, a combination of methodological 
approaches were applied as this is an important way of ensuring validity in such qualitative 
research (Belcher, 1994 in Alston and Bowles, 2003).
Firstly, a questionnaire was used to elicit views about good practice in the area of service 
user and carer involvement in social work education. Themes included ways in which 
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service users could be involved in social work education as well as examining at how they 
could be supported in this task. Questions were also included about the contribution of 
service users and carers in the area of anti discriminatory practice, and their management 
of these complex issues in Northern Ireland. The questionnaire was administered by e-mail 
to social work students, social work lecturing staff at the two main universities in Northern 
Ireland, practice teaching staff in the country’s four Health and Social Services Boards, 
user-led groups, carer organisations, and the Social Services Inspectorate (SSI). A number 
RIVHUYLFHXVHUJURXSVFKRVHWRFRPSOHWHWKHTXHVWLRQQDLUHFROOHFWLYHO\DVDUHÀHFWLRQRI
their views and preparatory, explanatory meetings took place in advance with such groups 
and afterwards for discussion purposes. The total number of questionnaire responses from 
DFURVVWKHVHJURXSVZDVHLJKW\¿YHQ 
6HFRQGO\DVWUXFWXUHGLQVWUXPHQWZDVVHQWE\HPDLOWRDVDPSOHRIWZHQW\IRXUQ 
key informants, including social work training managers, staff responsible for policy and 
other staff involved in post qualifying training. Respondents were asked to identify their 
SHUFHSWLRQRIJRRGSUDFWLFHLQWKLV¿HOGDQGKRZFLWL]HQWUDLQHUVPLJKWFRQWULEXWHLQWKHLU
role to the Northern Ireland Context. Follow up interviews were then conducted in person 
or by telephone to clarify responses. 
7KLUGO\DTXHVWLRQQDLUHZDVVHQWE\HPDLOWRIRXUQ SUDFWLFHWHDFKHUVIURPHDFK
Health and Social Services Board Area in Northern Ireland. These practice teachers were 
selected on the basis of their current practice learning involvement with social work 
VWXGHQWV7KH\ZHUHDVNHGWRFRPPHQWVSHFL¿FDOO\RQKRZVHUYLFHXVHUVPLJKWEHLQYROYHG
in practice learning. 
Finally, thirteen user and carer-led groups and individuals were invited to construct 
their own case study material depicting their involvement in different aspects of social 
ZRUNHGXFDWLRQQ 
III. FINDINGS
7KH ¿QGLQJV FXOPLQDWHG LQ WKH GHYHORSPHQW RI NH\ JRRG SUDFWLFH WKHPHV ZKLFK
emerged from the data collected. These are detailed as follows, however for the purpose 






2. Service users and carers need support to train and educate social work students.
3. Service users and carers should be actively involved in the assessment of Practice 
Learning.
4. Service user and carer involvement in social work education should be grounded on 
social work values.
5. Service users and carers should be involved in all aspects of teaching, learning and 
assessment.
6. Service users and carers have an important strategic role to play in social work training 
in Northern Ireland.
7. Service users and carers have an important contribution to make to facilitate students in 
their understanding of the Northern Ireland Context.
(Duffy, 2006:35) 
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3.1. Interview Findings (n=24)
Whereas the questionnaire included some questions focussing on the potential capacity 
for service users and carers to participate and engage with issues concerning different 
manifestations of discrimination in the teaching context, the Interview concentrated more 
directly on how such citizens could contribute to social work students’ understanding of 
the Northern Ireland Context as one particular aspect of this.
7KHYLHZWKDW1RUWKHUQ,UHODQGLVQRZSHUFHLYHGDVEHLQJDPRUHVWDEOHQRUPDOFRQWH[W
for such contributions was acknowledged by one respondent: “service users might now 
feel more comfortable about sharing information about how the Troubles have affected 
them…” 7KLV KRZHYHU LV TXDOL¿HG E\ D UHPLQGHU RI KRZ GDQJHURXV VXFK RSHQQHVV
PD\KDYHEHHQGXULQJWKHµTroubles’: “...which is different from the past when this was 
GDQJHURXVEHFDXVHRISHRSOH¶VZRUULHVDERXWWKHLURZQVHFXULW\DPLGVWWKHFRQÀLFW´ 
2QDVLPLODUH[SHULHQWLDOWKHPHVRPHVHUYLFHXVHUFDUHUJURXSUHVSRQGHQWVLQGLFDWHG
that their lived experiences of caring responsibilities arising as a direct consequence of The 
Troubles (for example physical and psychological traumas) could also be shared by citizen 
trainers in a way that would help students understand this role: “perhaps people could 
talk about having to care for a relative who was in some way caught up in the troubles” 
Continuing with practical ideas for enabling social work students in their understanding 
RIKRZFRQÀLFWDIIHFWHGRUGLQDU\SHRSOH¶VOLYHVDQRWKHUUHVSRQGHQWVXJJHVWHGLQIRUPLQJ
social work students about how daily living choices in regard to public services were 
affected by the Troubles:
“Service users and carers could talk about being unable to access services because of 
the area they were located in” (Interview Respondent) Other research studies in this area 
KDYHXVHGWKHWHUPFKLOOIDFWRUWRGHVFULEHWKHGLVFRPIRUWDQGXQHDVHVRPHWLPHVLGHQWL¿HG
by people in relation to going into areas where they felt unsafe (McAleavey et al, 2001; 
Dunn and Gallagher, 2002). 
Another commentator cautioned that citizens in this education role needed also to be 
³RSHQWRFDOOLQJWKHPVHOYHVERWKYLFWLPVDQGYLFWLPLVHUV´LQWKH1RUWKHUQ,UHODQGFRQÀLFW
(Interview Respondent). A service user also comments on this point that “it is okay to 
hold certain views about the Troubles but care is needed to make sure that these views 
don’t cause an adverse reaction…” this respondent goes on to highlight the importance 
of citizen contributors being self-aware in this process: “...training around awareness of 
our own issues may well address and prevent this” which is a similar point made earlier 
about social work students needing to exercise similar self-awareness in terms of their own 
experiences, issues and prejudices.
IV. DISCUSSION
7KH ¿QGLQJV IURP WKLV VPDOOVFDOH VWXG\ ZRXOG VXJJHVW WKDW FLWL]HQV FDQ PDNH DQ
important contribution in several key knowledge domains of social work education in 
Northern Ireland. This key conclusion reinforces existing evidence about the value of the 
user perspective in social work education (Beresford, 1994; Levin, 2004; and GSCC, 2004) 
DQGWKHVLJQL¿FDQFHRILWVFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKHRULVLQJLQVRFLDOZRUNDQGVRFLDOSROLF\PRUH
broadly (Beresford, 1999). The preparedness and ability to teach on issues associated with 
discrimination and oppression are particularly noted by service users, carers, social work 
students and other stakeholders. The experiences of being on the margins, as one service 
user describes it, is portrayed by many respondents as informatively enabling social work 
students to understand the meaning of oppression in peoples’ lives. Again, this has already 
been noted by authors such as the Citizens as Trainers Group et al who observed that issues 
concerning oppression were major contributory forces in the lives of service users. They 
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suggest that this experience can be used in a constructive way: “our work must challenge 
all forms of oppression whether by reason of race, gender, sexual orientation, age, class, 
disability or any other form of social differentiation...” (2004: 315). 
$VDNH\GLPHQVLRQRIWKLVODWWHUSRLQWWKH¿QGLQJVIURPWKLVZRUNSDUWLFXODUO\VXJJHVW
that service users and carers have an important contribution to helping social work 
students understand the meaning of the Northern Ireland Context. Whilst the challenges 
inherent in this type of involvement are not be underestimated, given that discussion on 
such emotive issues can result in strain and discomfort in student interactions (Garcia 
and Van Soest, 1997; Hyde and Ruth, 2002; Tatum, 1992; Van Soest, 1994), perhaps this 
type of open involvement and discussion of contested issues meets the call by Pinkerton 
and Campbell(2002) for social work in Northern Ireland to embrace more innovative and 
progressive modes of practice in a climate of peace. 
Many respondents in this study however indicate the importance of training as a way 
of supporting service users in their contributions to social work education. This is already 
well documented in previous work in this area (Beresford, 1994; Levin, 2004; Duffy, 2006) 
but would seem to have particular relevance in regard to preparing and supporting citizen 
WUDLQHUVIRULQYROYHPHQWLQGLVFXVVLRQDURXQGFRQWHVWHGLVVXHV7KH¿QGLQJVDOVRVXJJHVW
WKDWVRFLDOZRUNVWXGHQWVQHHGWRHQJDJHLQVHOIDZDUHQHVVDQGUHÀHFWLRQDVSDUWRIWKHLU
own preparation in terms of involvement with citizens as educators. These observations 
DUHDOVRFRQ¿UPHGE\SUHYLRXVZRUN LQ WKLVDUHDZKLFK LQGLFDWHV WKDWVHUYLFHXVHUVDUH
HIIHFWLYHO\HQJDJLQJLQDGLVFRXUVHWKDWLVFHQWUDOWRWKHGHYHORSPHQWRIFULWLFDOUHÀHFWLRQ
(Ford et al, 2006) in social work students (Clarke, 2000).
 Notwithstanding this, comments were made by social work students and service 
users themselves in this study about the user perspective being perceived as having lesser 
intellectual value. This is also intimated in the literature by some commentators who 
express scepticism about “ordinary people taking on powerful roles” (Rimmer, 1997:33; 
Beresford & Croft). Social work students also suggested that citizen trainers could be 
unfairly treated in the teaching role because of stigmatising perceptions associated with 
their background. Again, this has been noted in other work on this area such as the GSCC 
review of user involvement in Social Work Degree programmes in the United Kingdom 
where sometimes service users in their role as trainers experienced patronising treatment 
by some social work students (GSCC, 2004). This would seem to suggest that training is 
important for everybody involved in advancing user involvement initiatives as has already 
been suggested (See Levin, 2004).
$GPLWWHGO\ZKLOVWWKHUHLVGHDUWKRIUHVHDUFKPDWHULDORQWKHLPSDFWRISROLWLFDOFRQÀLFW
RQ VRFLDO ZRUNHUV DQG VHUYLFH XVHUV WKH ¿QGLQJV DQG VXJJHVWLRQV HPHUJLQJ IURP WKLV
VPDOOVFDOHVWXG\LQGLFDWHWKDWLQGLYLGXDOVZKRKDYHEHHQGLUHFWO\DIIHFWHGE\FRQÀLFWFDQ
potentially contribute in a critical and informed way to social work students developing 
NQRZOHGJH LQDNH\DUHDRISURIHVVLRQDOFRPSHWHQFH7KHVH¿QGLQJVPD\HTXDOO\KDYH
the potential to apply to social work education in other parts of the world where violence 
characterises the backdrop to social work training.
4.1. International perspectives
Research conducted among social workers engaging with service users in other global 
FRQWH[WV FKDUDFWHULVHG E\ YLROHQW SROLWLFDO FRQÀLFW FLWHV VLPLODU H[SHULHQFHV WKDW FRXOG
potentially contribute to social work students’ acquisition of important insights. For 
H[DPSOH5DPRQVWXGLHGWKHLPSDFWRI WKH,VUDHOL3DOHVWLQLDQFRQÀLFWRQVHUYLFH
users through consulting a wide range of social workers. The following problems were 
LGHQWL¿HG DV IHDWXULQJ SUHYDOHQWO\ IRU VHUYLFH XVHUV LQ WKLV VWXG\ “living in fear and 
increased anxiety (...). Learning to live with the traumatic impact of the loss of a loved one 
REVISTA ALTERNATIVAS. CUADERNOS DE TRABAJO SOCIAL, Nº 16-2009, [53-63], ISSN: 1133-0473 © UNIVERSIDAD DE ALICANTE 
&LWL]HQVDVVRFLDOZRUNHGXFDWRUVLQDSRVWFRQÀLFWVRFLHW\5HÀHFWLRQVIURP1RUWKHUQ,UHODQG 61
or a physical injury (...) problems associated with grief and bereavement... Older people 
(especially Holocaust survivors), children and men seem to be more adversely affected by 
WKHFRQÀLFW´(cited in Ramon et al 2005:8). An interesting point, and maybe one that is 
often overlooked, is also made however by social workers in this study about the cohesive 
effect which community violence had by bringing families and communities together in a 
more mutually supportive manner.
 A similar study by Lindsay and Baidoun (2004) looking at the impact of the Palestinian 
FRQÀLFWQRWHGWKHIUXVWUDWLRQVH[SUHVVHGE\VHUYLFHXVHUVDERXWGLI¿FXOWLHVJHWWLQJWRDQG
from work due to the frequency of checkpoints and road closures. Both of these studies 
VLJQL¿FDQWO\FRQFOXGHWKDW³OLYLQJLQVRFLHWLHVZKHUHSROLWLFDOFRQÀLFWEHFRPHVSURORQJHG
inevitably impacts negatively (…) on ordinary citizens and users of health and social 
care…” (Ramon et al, 2005:12).
In sensitising qualifying social workers to the magnitude of how such division impacts 
on service users, perhaps progress can be made towards helping social workers better 
XQGHUVWDQGDQGDSSUHFLDWHWKHFRQWULEXWLRQWKH\FDQSRWHQWLDOO\PDNHWRSROLWLFDOFRQÀLFW
resolution. Nevertheless, such initiatives need to be endorsed and supported at a structural 
level to avoid limiting and hampering the effectiveness of social work practice in violent 
contexts (Cohen, 2001 in Ramon et al, 2005). 
4.2. Case Study
Currently at Queen’s University in Belfast, Northern Ireland we have been piloting the 
involvement of service users who have had direct personal experience of being affected 
E\1RUWKHUQ,UHODQG¶VFRQÀLFWLQWKHWHDFKLQJRIVRFLDOZRUNVWXGHQWV7KHVHLQGLYLGXDOV
KDYHEHHQLQMXUHGWUDXPDWLVHGDQGEHUHDYHGWKURXJKWKHµTroubles’ and have been sharing 
WKHLUH[SHULHQFHVZLWK¿UVW\HDUVRFLDOZRUNVWXGHQWVDVDZD\RISUHSDULQJWKHPIRUWKH
skills they need to be aware of when working with service users who have had similar 
type experiences. What this involves in the classroom situation is students working n pairs 
GLVFXVVLQJWKHLUXQGHUVWDQGLQJDQGIHDUVRIµWKHRWKHU¶ZKHUHE\WKH\KDYHRSSRUWXQLWLHVWR
explore stereotypes and histories. Through use of case study material prepared in advance, 
social work students and the service users discuss together ideas around developing skills 
RIHQJDJHPHQWDQGFRPPXQLFDWLRQLQZRUNLQJZLWKYLFWLPVDQGVXUYLYRUVRIWKHFRQÀLFW
This also gives opportunities for the students to hear perspectives from citizens who have 
EHHQµKDUGWRUHDFKVHOGRPKHDUG¶DQGIRUWKHPXWXDOH[SORUDWLRQRIIHHOLQJVWKRXJKWVDQG
behaviours. In order to ensure that this is a safe and supportive learning space for all of 
the participants it is important that these sessions are all meticulously planned. The social 
work teaching staff therefore hold several preparatory meetings with the service users 
before the teaching whereby there is an agreed approach to the teaching. Additionally 
D OHDUQLQJ FRQWUDFW LV DJUHHG ZLWK WKH VWXGHQWV ZKLFK UHÀHFWV LPSRUWDQW LVVXHV VXFK DV
FRQ¿GHQWLDOLW\SULYDF\VXSSRUWDQGSURIHVVLRQDOEHKDYLRXU
V. CONCLUSION
The main conclusion from this small study was the overwhelming support existing 
across Northern Ireland for involving service users and carers in all aspects of social work 
WUDLQLQJ0RUHVSHFL¿FDOO\KRZHYHUWKH¿QGLQJVIRUPHGWKHEDVLVIRUWKHGHYHORSPHQWRI
key Good Practice Themes and Guidelines around the involvement of citizens in social 
work education, one of which, the Northern Ireland Context and associated issues around 
DQWLRSSUHVVLYHSUDFWLFHDUHH[SDQGHGXSRQ7KLVSDSHUKDVSUHVHQWHG WKH¿QGLQJVRI D
small-scale piece of research conducted among relevant stakeholders in Northern Ireland 
that forms the basis for good practice guidelines in the involvement of service users and 
carers as citizen trainers in social work education. For the purpose of this article however, 
62 Joe Duffy
REVISTA ALTERNATIVAS. CUADERNOS DE TRABAJO SOCIAL, Nº 16-2009, [53-63], ISSN: 1133-0473 © UNIVERSIDAD DE ALICANTE 
one aspect of good practice in this regard has been emphasized, i.e. the way such citizens 
can assist social work students in their understanding of how community division and 
YLROHQWFRQÀLFWFDQDIIHFWLQGLYLGXDOVDQGFRPPXQLWLHV
Such citizen trainers are demonstrating that they can make a valuable contribution to 
the quality of social work education. An opportunity now presents itself in a more peaceful 
Northern Ireland for citizens to assist social work students in their understanding of the 
Northern Ireland Context. This research has generated some pragmatic suggestions for 
achieving this understanding which should facilitate such students in their understanding 
of anti-oppressive perspectives more generally. The challenges inherent in this work are 
not underestimated and, indeed, all of the actors in this endeavour need support.
The potential outcomes however are considerable for social work students nationally 
and internationally, as the role that citizens occupy in assisting their understanding of 
FRPSOH[LVVXHVLVVLJQL¿FDQWO\DGYDQFHG
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